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The purpose of the current study was to explore clusters of proactive parenting practices,
and how they might vary as a function of parental demographics, the quality of the parent–
child relationship, and the traits and behaviors of the adolescent child. Data were taken
from the Flourishing Families Project, which includes 500 families with an early adolescent
child (M age ¼ 11.49). Findings suggested that there were four clusters of parents, and
patterns were similar for mothers and fathers. Findings also suggested that proactive
clusters varied primarily as a function of demographics of the parent (e.g., religiosity,
ethnicity, education) and the traits and behaviors of the adolescent child (e.g., empathy,
internalizing and externalizing behaviors). Discussion highlights the importance of using
a typological approach to study parenting, and places particular emphasis on parents’ use
of pre-arming (alone, or in conjunction with other practices) in an attempt to avoid
misbehavior before it occurs.
Ó 2010 The Association for Professionals in Services for Adolescents. Published by Elsevier
Ltd. All rights reserved.

Most scholars agree that parents play a signiﬁcant role in the socialization of adolescents, but parenting is often
conceptualized in a variety of different ways, with a variety of different outcomes. In an attempt to better organize the broad
concept of parenting, Darling and Steinberg (1993) suggested an important distinction between parenting styles and
parenting practices. More speciﬁcally, parenting styles are indicative of the overarching emotional climate that the parent
creates for socialization, while parenting practices are intentional parental behaviors in response to speciﬁc socialization
goals. While parenting styles (also referred to as indirect parental inﬂuences; Ladd & Pettit, 2002) impact the adolescent’s
willingness to comply; parenting practices (also referred to as direct parental inﬂuences) generally have a direct impact on
adolescents’ behavior. This distinction between parenting styles and practices (or between indirect and direct parenting) has
been an important framework for the last decade of research that has greatly expanded our understanding of the parent–child
relationship. For example, a great deal is known about various parenting practices such as induction and power assertion, and
how indirect parental inﬂuences moderate the relation between practices and child outcomes (e.g., Kochanska, Aksan,
Knaack, & Rhines, 2004; Mounts, 2002). However, the largest body of research on direct parenting practices has focused
on reactive parenting practices, or parental responses after the child transgresses (for reviews, see Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998;
Grusec, 2002; Maccoby, 2007). In contrast, proactive parenting practices, or parenting that involves anticipatory rather than
reactive techniques, is less prominent and lacks a uniﬁed deﬁnition of what constitutes “proactive” parenting. Thus, the
purpose of the current study was to examine typologies or clusters of different parental approaches to proactive parenting,
and to explore correlates of these typologies.

* Corresponding author. 2097 JFSB, School of Family Life, Brigham Young University, Provo, UT 84602, United States. Tel.: þ1 801 422 9053; fax: þ1 801
422 0230.
E-mail address: laura_walker@byu.edu (L.M. Padilla-Walker).
0140-1971/$ – see front matter Ó 2010 The Association for Professionals in Services for Adolescents. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Proactive parenting practices
It should be noted that much of the socialization literature contains parenting practices that could be considered proactive,
such as parental support, praise, monitoring, and involvement. Indeed, reactive parenting is also somewhat proactive in
nature, as parents often discipline in an attempt to avoid future misbehavior. However, few studies have purposively separated proactive and reactive parenting practices, and even fewer have examined proactive parenting practices during
adolescence. Developmentally, proactive practices during childhood look much different than during adolescence, and are
likely motivated by different parental goals. Indeed, proactive attempts during childhood may be motivated by parents’
desires to avoid speciﬁc instances of misbehavior (e.g., tantrum in the grocery store), while proactive practices during late
childhood and early adolescence are more likely motivated by parents’ attempts to pre-empt potentially conﬂicting values
messages or inﬂuences that become more prominent during adolescence (Padilla-Walker, 2006; Padilla-Walker & Thompson,
2005). This approach to parenting takes place prior to misbehavior, which is unique in that it is not accompanied by the
heightened emotional response that often coincides with a child’s transgression.
Holden (1983) explained proactive parenting as using preventative control techniques, such as those highlighted in his
study on mothers who anticipated and directed the development of their children by preventing misbehavior in the
supermarket. Since Holden’s introduction to proactive parenting, research on this topic has been characterized by three main
uses of the term “proactive”. The ﬁrst is among studies of minority parents who teach positive racial socialization messages
and important life skills in anticipation of discrimination (Barr & Neville, 2008; Letiecq, 2007). The second conceptualizes
parental monitoring as a proactive parenting practice because parents are actively seeking knowledge about their child in an
effort to prevent misbehavior (Kosterman, Hawkins, Guo, Catalano, & Abbott, 2000; Lansford et al., 2006). The third most
closely resembles Holden’s deﬁnition and captures the active and anticipatory process of parents to head off problems before
they occur. These studies describe, as a part of this preventative process, teaching, involvement, prohibition, and redirecting of
attention (Gardner, Ward, Burton, & Wilson, 2003; Mounts, 2002; Nikken & Jansz, 2006; Pettit, Laird, Dodge, Bates, & Criss,
2001; Putnam, Spritz, & Stifter, 2002).
Regardless of the deﬁnitions used for proactive parenting, results have linked proactive parenting practices with improved
outcomes for children. Proactive parenting is associated with fewer conduct and behavior problems (Gardner, Shaw, Dishion,
Burton, & Supplee, 2007; Pettit, Keiley, Laird, Bates, & Dodge, 2007), delay of alcohol and drug use (Hawkins et al., 1997;
Kosterman et al., 2000), and improved delay of gratiﬁcation in children (Putnam et al., 2002). However, these results are
largely found in studies examining young children (Gardner et al., 2007; Holden & West, 1989), with far fewer studies looking
at the inﬂuence of proactive parenting practices during adolescence (with the exception of parents’ mediation of media and
management of peers). In addition, few scholars have distinguished between different proactive parenting practices and their
associated beneﬁts for children and adolescents. Thus, the purpose of the current study was to examine parents’ patterns of
proactive parenting practices (using a cluster analysis approach), and how these combinations of proactive parenting were
related to demographics of the parent, the quality of the parent–child relationship, and traits and behaviors of the adolescent
child.

Speciﬁc proactive parenting practices
Goodnow (1997, 2002) suggested two speciﬁc proactive approaches parents might use to combat potentially conﬂicting
values messages in order to prevent misbehavior. The ﬁrst is cocooning, in which parents seek to shelter their child from
outside inﬂuences. Cocooning, as described by Padilla-Walker and Thompson (2005), is the most controlling proactive
parenting practice, as parents actively seek to align exterior inﬂuences on children with their personal values or wishes. Other
researchers have found support for this parenting practice, although it may not have been labeled as such. For example,
Letiecq (2007) described African American parents’ attempts to reduce outside inﬂuence in the home by restricting violent
media, and Mounts (2002) assessed parents’ prohibition of undesired friendships in her work on parental management of
peer relationships.
Another proactive parenting practice is pre-arming (Bugental & Goodnow, 1998), where parents provide the child with
some plan, or “advance arming” to face the outside world (p. 434), thus anticipating potential problems for the child and
preparing them to meet this opposition with success. This socialization tactic has been effective for minority parents in
preparing their children to successfully manage racial stereotypes and hostility faced outside the home (Barr & Neville, 2008;
Harrison, Wilson, Pine, Chan, & Buriel, 1990), and has been linked to lower levels of association with deviant peers (Mounts,
2002).
In addition to cocooning and pre-arming, studies have identiﬁed another proactive parenting practice termed deference
(Padilla-Walker, 2006; Padilla-Walker & Thompson, 2005). Deference is a proactive strategy with high levels of autonomy, in
which parents purposefully allow their child to be exposed to outside inﬂuences with little advanced teaching or ammunition.
Parental deference is often discussed by parents as an active attempt to show trust and to avoid overreacting and alienating
their child, or to prevent conﬂict (Padilla-Walker, 2006). Denham et al. (2000) explained that parents sometimes choose not
to intervene in child decision making with the explanation, “I trust my child to behave as he should, even when I am not with
him” (p. 30). The parental justiﬁcation in this instance often centers on having already taught the child the relevant values,
and now represents the parents’ attempt to provide autonomy. Taken together, different names and labels have been used to
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examine proactive parenting practices in previous research, but the current labels provide a clear framework for examining
and understanding proactive strategies employed by parents.
Current study: a cluster analysis approach
Research on reactive parenting suggests that parents do not use only one parenting practice, but rather, use ﬂexibility in
parenting as a function of the child’s misdeed, and often use a combination of practices, such as power assertion and
induction (Grusec & Goodnow, 1994; Grusec & Kuczynski, 1980). Indeed, both conceptually and statistically, a typological
approach to parenting more accurately captures reality and increases the power of the analysis (Darling & Cumsille, 2003).
Thus, although it is likely that parents use a combination of proactive parenting practices to meet their goals, it is yet unclear
how these practices might combine and how effective different combinations might be in promoting parents’ socialization
goals. Thus, the purpose of the current study was two-fold. First, using cluster analysis we attempted to more accurately
capture the proactive environment by examining whether there were different clusters of parents who might use one or more
proactive parenting practices. Second, in an attempt to understand which practices might be most effective, the current study
examined how the clusters that emerged differed as a function of demographics of the parent (i.e., ethnicity, family structure,
education, and religiosity), the quality of the parent–child relationship (i.e., attachment, connectedness, involvement, and
knowledge), and the traits and behaviors of the adolescent child (i.e., age, gender, empathy, self-regulation, internalizing
behavior and externalizing behavior). While we had no a priori hypotheses about the proactive parenting clusters that might
emerge, basic components of each practice provide insight into how they might vary in these three areas.

Demographics of the parent
First, given previous research indicating that proactive parenting practices vary as a function of parental cognitions and
religiosity (Padilla-Walker, 2006; Padilla-Walker & Thompson, 2005), as well as research suggesting that other parenting
practices vary as a function of ethnicity (Coll & Pachter, 2002), family structure (Weinraub, Horvath, & Gringlas, 2002), and SES
(Conger & Donnellan, 2007), we hypothesized that proactive clusters would vary as a function of parental demographic
variables. Given research suggesting that lower SES individuals use more controlling forms of parenting (Conger & Donnellan,
2007), we thought it possible that strategies involving cocooning would be more common among single parents, low income
parents, and parents with lower levels of education. Research has also suggested that pre-arming and cocooning are more
often used when parents feel their values are threatened (e.g., minority parents who feel discriminated against, or religious
parents; Padilla-Walker & Thompson, 2005), so we also expected that strategies involving cocooning and pre-arming might
be more common for minority parents and parents who were highly religious.

Quality of the parent–child relationship
Second, in regard to the quality of the parent–child relationship, we examined aspects of parenting that were indicative of
both indirect (e.g., connectedness, attachment) as well as direct (e.g., knowledge, involvement) aspects of parenting in order
to gain a greater understanding of how different proactive parenting practices might be related to other well-established
aspects of parenting. Given research suggesting the importance of parents’ use of induction (Krevans & Gibbs, 1996), we
thought it likely that clusters including pre-arming (the proactive parenting strategy with the most parent–child communication) would be more consistently associated with positive parenting. We also explored, given the age of the adolescents,
whether deference was associated with positive aspects of parenting that would be indicative of deference as a form of
autonomy granting, or whether it was more indicative of permissiveness when used this early in adolescence.

Traits and behaviors of the child
Finally, because we are aware of no existing studies that have looked at the differential effectiveness of speciﬁc proactive
parenting practices, we examined relations between proactive parenting and child traits and behaviors. Given research
suggesting variations in parenting practices as a function of the age of the child (e.g., Steinberg & Silk, 2002), we expected that
parents may use more controlling proactive parenting practices with younger adolescents. In addition, we sought to examine
both positive and negative child outcomes related to proactive parenting, so we examined both dispositional traits (i.e.,
empathy, self-regulation) as well as behaviors (i.e., internalizing, externalizing) that have been found to be central to healthy
adjustment during adolescence (Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998; Farrington, 2004; Graber, 2004). Based on the extreme level of
control, or lack of control, proactive practices using predominantly cocooning or deference were expected to be related to less
positive outcomes than other strategies. Due to the communication inherent in pre-arming (as with reactive induction), we
expected that proactive parenting approaches using pre-arming would be more consistently related to positive child
outcomes (Kerr, Lopez, Olson, & Sameroff, 2004; Krevans & Gibbs, 1996).
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Method
Participants
The participants for this study were taken from Wave 1 of the Flourishing Families Project (FFP). The FFP is a longitudinal
study of inner family life involving families with a child between the ages of 10 and 14 at Wave 1. This study consisted of 500
families (164 single-parent, 336 two-parent) with a child between the ages of 11 and 14 (M age of child ¼ 11.49; 51% male).
Ninety-three percent of mothers and 90% of fathers reported being biological parents, 5% reported being adoptive parents,
and 2% of mothers and 5% of fathers reported being step-parents. Seventy-six percent of mothers, 86% of fathers, and 70% of
children were European American; 13% of mothers, 6% of fathers, and 13% of children were African American; 3% of mothers,
2% of fathers, and 5% of children were Asian American; 2% of mothers, 1% of fathers, and 2% of children were Hispanic; and 3%
of mothers and fathers, and 11% of children indicated that they were “mixed/biracial” or of another ethnicity. Fourteen percent
of families reported an income less than $25,000 per year, 16% made between $25,000 and $50,000 a year, and 70% made
more than $50,000 per year. In terms of education, 60% of mothers and 70% of fathers reported having a bachelor’s degree or
higher.
Procedure
Participant families for the FFP were selected from a large northwestern city and were interviewed during the ﬁrst eight
months of 2007. Families were primarily recruited using a purchased national telephone survey database (Polk Directories/
InfoUSA). This database claimed to contain 82 million households across the United States and had detailed information about
each household, including presence and age of children. Families identiﬁed using the Polk Directory were randomly selected
from targeted census tracts that mirrored the socio-economic and racial stratiﬁcation of reports of local school districts. All
families with a child between the ages of 10 and 14 living within target census tracts were deemed eligible to participate in
the FFP. Of the 692 eligible families contacted, 423 agreed to participate, resulting in a 61% response rate. However, the Polk
Directory national database was generated using telephone, magazine, and Internet subscription reports; so families of lower
socio-economic status were under-represented. Therefore, in an attempt to more closely mirror the demographics of the local
area, a limited number of families were recruited into the study through other means (e.g., referral, ﬂiers; n ¼ 77, 15%). By
broadening our approach, we were able to signiﬁcantly increase the social-economic and ethnic diversity of the sample.
All families were contacted directly using a multi-stage recruitment protocol. First, a letter of introduction was sent to
potentially eligible families (this step was skipped for the 15 families who responded to ﬂiers). Second, interviewers made
home visits and phone calls to conﬁrm eligibility and willingness to participate in the study. Once eligibility and consent were
established, interviewers made an appointment to come to the family’s home to conduct an assessment interview that
included video-taped interactions (not used in current study), as well as questionnaires that were completed in the home
(participants were encouraged to complete questionnaires in separate rooms and not to discuss answers during administration). The most frequent reasons cited by families for not wanting to participate in the study were lack of time and concerns
about privacy. It is important to note that there were very little missing data. As interviewers collected each segment of the inhome interview, questionnaires were screened for missing answers and double marking.
Measures
Proactive parenting
Parents responded to eight items on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (very often) to assess three types of
proactive parenting practices found in previous studies: cocooning, pre-arming, and deference (Padilla-Walker, 2006; PadillaWalker & Thompson, 2005). Parents were asked to think of how frequently they use a variety of intentional and active
approaches to socialize their children before transgression has occurred. Items assessed cocooning (two items; “I do not allow
my child to be with friends who behave in ways I disapprove of” and “I do not allow my child to watch television programs I
disapprove of”), pre-arming (three items; “I talk to my child about how to avoid Internet content that I might disapprove of,” “I
talk to my child about what to do when she/he sees something on television I might disapprove of,” and “I talk to my child
about how to stand up for what she/he believes when she/he has friends who behave in ways I might disapprove of”) and
deference (three items; “I do not limit what my child watches on television,” “I do not limit the friends my child associates
with,” and “I do not limit my child’s exposure to the Internet”).
Exploratory factor analysis using varimax rotation was used (separately for mothers and fathers) to conﬁrm that the items
held together as three separate constructs. For mothers, analyses found three factors with Eigen values above a 1.0, with
a cocooning factor (11% of the variance, 2 items with factor loadings of .51 and .69, a ¼ .40), a pre-arming factor (15% of the
variance, 3 items with factor loadings of .84, .80, and .75, a ¼ .72), and a deference factor (25% of the variance, 3 items with
factor loadings of .69, .79., and .83, a ¼ .72). For fathers, analyses found three factors with Eigen values above a 1.0, with
a cocooning factor (10% of the variance, 2 items with factor loadings of .49 and .76, a ¼ .40), a pre-arming factor (24% of the
variance, 3 items with factor loadings of .76, .76, and .75, a ¼ .70), and a deference factor (15% of the variance, 3 items with
factor loadings of .72, .77., and .79, a ¼ .69). Items loading on similar factors were the same for mothers and fathers, thus items
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within each factor were summed to create frequency of proactive parenting strategies for both mothers and fathers, with
higher scores representing higher levels of cocooning, pre-arming, and deference.
Demographics of the parent
To assess how demographics of the parent varied as a function of clusters of proactive parenting, we measured family
structure (single vs. two-parent), parent ethnicity (European American, African American, and mixed/other), education, and
religiosity. To assess education, parents were asked for their highest level of completed education. Religiosity was measured
using four items from the Santa Clara Strength of Religious Faith Questionnaire (Lewis, Shevlin, McGuckin, & Navrtil, 2001).
Parents responded on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree) (e.g., “I pray daily,” and “My
faith impacts many of my decisions”). Items were averaged with higher scores indicating higher religious faith. Cronbach’s
alpha in the current study was .95 for mothers and .96 for fathers.
Quality of the parent–child relationship
To assess how the quality of the parent–child relationship varied as a function of clusters of proactive parenting, we
measured parental attachment, parent–child connectedness, parental involvement, and parental knowledge.
Parent–child attachment was measured using 8 items from the trust subscale of the Inventory of Parent and Peer
Attachment (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987). Questions focused on perceived communication with, trust in, and alienation from
parent(s). Sample items include, “My parent respects my feelings,” and “My parent trusts my judgment.” Adolescents
answered separately for mothers and fathers on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
Items were averaged and higher scores indicated higher parent–child attachment (a ¼ .71 for mothers, .74 for fathers).
The degree to which parents felt connected to the target child was assessed using 9 items from the Social Connectedness
Scale (Lee, Draper, & Lee, 2001). Parents responded on a 6-point Likert scale from 1 (disagree) to 6 (agree), and were asked to
respond in terms of their agreement or disagreement with statements such as, “I feel distant from my child,” and “I feel
understood by my child.” Negative items were recoded and items were averaged, with higher scores representing higher
feelings of parent–child connectedness (a ¼ .85 for mothers, .88 for fathers).
Level of parental involvement was measured using an 8-item modiﬁed version of the Inventory for Father Involvement
(Hawkins et al., 2002). Adolescents answered items separately in relation to maternal and paternal involvement on a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (very often), with sample items such as “How often does your mother/father give you
encouragement” and “How often does your mother/father help you with homework”. Items were averaged, with higher
scores indicating higher levels of parental involvement (a ¼ .77 for mothers, .82 for fathers).
Parental knowledge, or parents’ awareness of their child’s activities and behaviors, was assessed using a 4-item Parental
Knowledge measure (Kerr & Stattin, 2000). Parents responded on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always).
Sample questions include, “When my child is not at home, I know where s/he is,” and “I know who my child’s friends are.”
Items were averaged, with higher scores indicating more knowledge about the child’s behavior (a ¼ .69 for mother, .72 for
father).
Traits and behaviors of the child
To assess how traits and behaviors of the child varied as a function of clusters of proactive parenting, we measured
children’s age, empathy, self-regulation, and internalizing and externalizing behaviors.
Empathic concern was assessed from mother-reports of their child’s empathy (Davis, 1983). Mothers answered 7 items on
a 5-point Likert scale, with responses ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Sample items include, “When my
child sees someone being taken advantage of, she/he feels kind of protective towards them,” and “My child is often quite
touched by things that she/he sees happen.” Items were averaged with higher scores indicating higher levels of empathy
(a ¼ .81).
Cognitive self-regulation was assessed via the child’s report of his/her own self-regulation (Novak & Clayton, 2001).
Adolescents responded to 4 items on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never true) to 5 (always true). Sample items
include, “I develop a plan for my important goals” and “I think about the future consequences of my actions.” Items were
averaged and higher scores represent higher levels of self-regulation (a ¼ .80).
Internalizing and externalizing behaviors were measured using items assessing antisocial behavior (9 items) and
depression/anxiety (13 items), which have shown adequate reliability in adolescent samples (Barber, Stolz, Olsen, & Maughn,
2005). Sample items for internalizing include “I feel that no one loves me,” and “I feel lonely”; and sample items for externalizing include “I lie or cheat,” and “I steal things from other places than home”. Items were averaged on a scale ranging from
0 (not true) to 2 (very true or often true), with higher scores representing higher levels of internalizing (a ¼ .86) and externalizing (a ¼ .71) behaviors.
Results
Descriptive statistics and correlations
A number of t-tests were conducted to determine if levels of the individual proactive parenting practices differed as
a function of gender of the parent. Results suggested that there were no mean differences between mothers (M ¼ 3.11,
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SD ¼ .89) and fathers (M ¼ 3.05, SD ¼ .88) for cocooning. However, mothers (M ¼ 4.25, SD ¼ .77) reported higher levels of prearming than did fathers (M ¼ 4.00, SD ¼ .81), and fathers (M ¼ 2.12, SD ¼ .93) reported higher levels of deference than did
mothers (M ¼ 1.89, SD ¼ .89). We also conducted a number of ANOVAs and chi-square analyses to determine if variables of
interest varied as a function of recruitment protocol (randomly selected vs. other), and the only differences were that those
who were not randomly selected were more likely to be African American and single parents than were those who were
randomly selected, which was expected given our targeted attempt to increase the ethnic diversity of the sample.
Correlations between all study variables are presented in Table 1. In general, for both mothers and fathers, cocooning was
negatively related to parental education and age of the child, and positively related to religiosity, parental involvement and
knowledge, and the child’s self-regulation. Pre-arming was positively related to parents’ religiosity, attachment, connectedness, involvement, knowledge, and the child’s empathy and self-regulation; and negatively to children’s internalizing
behavior. Deference was negatively related to parental religiosity, involvement, knowledge, and child’s empathy; and positively related to child’s age and externalizing behavior (although only the correlation between deference and religiosity was
statistically signiﬁcant for fathers).
Cluster analysis
Ward’s hierarchical clustering procedure was conducted on the three proactive parenting practices (cocooning, prearming, and deference), separately for mothers and fathers. Using the hierarchical approach in an attempt to maximize the
differences between clusters, we determined the number of clusters by treating each parent as a separate cluster and then
combining the most similar parents systematically until there was one, all-inclusive cluster (Ward, 1963). In order to
determine the number of clusters, ﬁrst we examined hierarchical dendrogram and agglomeration coefﬁcients (Bergman,
Magnusson, & El-Khouri, 2003). Dendrograms revealed that there were between 3 and 5 clusters for both mothers and
fathers. When examining agglomeration coefﬁcients, the number of clusters is determined based on the relative stability in
change in the agglomeration coefﬁcient from one stage to the next (Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 1998). This examination
supported a 4-cluster solution for both mothers and fathers. In addition, Milligan and Cooper (1985) suggest that a common
criterion in cluster selection is that the cluster solution explain at least 50% of the variance in each of the deﬁning variables,
which was only achieved by the 4-cluster solution for both parents (see Figs. 1 and 2 for 4-cluster solutions).
When comparing mothers’ and fathers’ 4-cluster solutions, very similar clusters emerged for both parents. Cluster 1 (n
mother ¼ 160, 33%; n father ¼ 131, 38%) consisted of parents who reported relatively low levels of cocooning (z
mother ¼ .36, z father ¼ .58) and pre-arming (z mother ¼ 1.05, z father ¼ .90), and moderate levels of deference (z
mother ¼ .22, z father ¼ .56). This cluster will be referred to as Actively Deferring Parents because for these parents, the decision
to act in a deferring manner was an active choice of how to respond before misbehavior occurred. Cluster 2 (n mother ¼ 67,
14%; n father ¼ 46, 14%) consisted of parents who reported relatively low levels of cocooning (z mother ¼ .75, z father ¼ .27),
but moderate to high levels of pre-arming (z mother ¼ .55, z father ¼ .80) and deference (z mother ¼ 1.48, z father ¼ .98). This
cluster will be referred to as Reasoned Deferring Parents because these parents balanced discussing concerns with their child
with trusting the child to make independent decisions before misbehavior occurred. Cluster 3 (n mother ¼ 104, 21%; n
father ¼ 49, 14%) consisted of parents who reported relatively low levels of cocooning (z mother ¼ .52, z father ¼ .79) and
deference (z mother ¼ .45, z father ¼ .52), but relatively high levels of pre-arming (z mother ¼ .73, z father ¼ .75). This
cluster will be referred to as Pre-arming Parents because discussion or talking was the dominant strategy used by these
parents before misbehavior occurred. Cluster 4 (n mother ¼ 157, 32%; n father ¼ 115, 34%) consisted of parents who reported
relatively high levels of cocooning (z mother ¼ 1.05, z father ¼ .89), moderate levels of pre-arming (z mother ¼ .37, z
father ¼ .40) and low levels of deference (z mother ¼ .57, z father ¼ .80). This cluster will be referred to as Reasoned
Table 1
Correlations between all study variables.

1. Cocooning
2. Pre-arming
3. Deference
4. Parental education
5. Parental religiosity
6. Attachment (CR)
7. Connectedness
8. Parental involvement (CR)
9. Parental knowledge
10. Child age
11. Empathy
12. Self-regulation (CR)
13. Internalizing behavior (CR)
14. Externalizing behavior (CR)

1

2

–

.22*** .29***
–
.18***
.19*** –
.05
.06
.15*** .12**
.11** .05
.25*** .01
.31*** .16**
.17*** .12**
.06
.18***
.24*** .13**
.11**
.02
.11** .01
.08
.11**

.13**
.35***
.15***
.24***
.07
.02
.22***
.09*
.12**
.03
.12**
.03
.01

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

.09
.02
.05
–
.15***
.08
.06
.05
.12**
.10*
.12**
.01
.12**
.23***

.10
.08
.22***
.03
–
.10*
.01
.12*
.01
.01
.09
.05
.13**
.04

.02
.15**
.03
.18***
.01
–
.28***
.08
.14***
.04
.18***
.25***
.33***
.28***

.02
.40***
.05
.06
.05
.24***
–
.38***
.24***
.02
.36***
.15***
.14***
.19***

.12*
.38***
.02
.10
.02
.20***
.49***
–
.31***
.01
.28***
.10
.03
.10

.15**
.33***
.03
.01
.11
.14**
.41***
.36***
–
.18***
.11*
.05
.06
.19***

.19***
.07
.05
.04
.01
.02
.18***
.08
.16**
–
.02
.04
.07
.23***

.07
.13*
.09
.01
.17**
.20***
.16**
.17**
.06
.02
–
.17***
.05
.13**

.10
.10
.02
.03
.12*
.19***
.01
.13*
.10
.04
.17***
–
.12**
.13**

.01
.11*
.00
.13*
.06
.28***
.22***
.20***
.18***
.07
.05
.12**
–
.32***

.06
.10
.06
.17**
.03
.30***
.18***
.16**
.18***
.23***
.13**
.13**
.32***
–

Note. Correlations for mothers are below the diagonal, correlations for fathers are above the diagonal. CR ¼ Child Report.
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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Fig. 1. Four-cluster proactive parenting solution for mothers.

Cocooning Parents because these parents largely sheltered their children from conﬂicting inﬂuences even before misbehavior
occurred, but provided reasoning for those decisions.
Differences as a function of cluster membership
Differences as a function of cluster membership were assessed in three steps. First, we assessed demographics of the parent,
including family structure, parental ethnicity, education, and religiosity. Second, we assessed the quality of the parent–child
relationship, including parental attachment, connectedness, involvement, and knowledge. And ﬁnally, we assessed traits and
behaviors of the child, including gender, age, empathy, self-regulation, and internalizing and externalizing behaviors.
Demographics of the parent
A chi-square analysis was conducted on the 4-cluster solution for mothers to determine if cluster membership differed as
a function of family structure (single vs. two-parent family). Results revealed a signiﬁcant difference between the four
maternal clusters, X2 (488) ¼ 7.91, p < .05. Follow-up analyses revealed that the largest differences as a function of structure
were with actively deferring parents (27% of single-parents vs. 35% of two-parent families). There were minimal differences as
a function of family structure for reasoned deference, pre-arming and reasoned cocooning mothers.
Another chi-square analysis was conducted on the 4-cluster solution for mothers and fathers to determine if cluster
membership differed as a function of ethnicity of the parent. The chi-square was not signiﬁcant for fathers, but was for
mothers X2 (488) ¼ 28.63, p < .001. Follow-up analyses suggested that actively deferring was most common among European
American mothers (36% of EA, 20% of AA, 28% of other), while reasoned cocooning was most common among African
American and other minority parents (48% AA, 43% other, 28% EA). Patterns also suggested that reasoned deferring was more
common among African American mothers than either of the other groups (25% of AA, 12% of EA, 13% of other) and that prearming was used the least by African American mothers (8% AA, 25% EA, 15% other).
A number of univariate analyses of variance (ANOVAs) were conducted to determine if parental education and religiosity
varied as a function of cluster membership (see Tables 2 and 3). For mothers, both of the two ANOVAs were statistically
signiﬁcant. Follow-up analyses suggested that actively deferring (M ¼ 4.57) and pre-arming (M ¼ 4.76) mothers reported
higher levels of education than did reasoned deferring (M ¼ 4.07) or reasoned cocooning (M ¼ 4.17) mothers. In addition,
reasoned cocooning mothers reported higher levels of religiosity (M ¼ 3.15) than did actively deferring (M ¼ 2.74), reasoned
deferring (M ¼ 2.74), or pre-arming (M ¼ 2.76) mothers (who did not differ from one another). For fathers, the only signiﬁcant
ANOVA was in regard to religiosity, suggesting that reasoned cocooning fathers reported higher levels of religiosity (M ¼ 2.78)
than did actively deferring (M ¼ 2.31) or reasoned deferring (M ¼ 2.29) fathers (who did not differ from one another).
Quality of the parent–child relationship
Four univariate ANOVAs were conducted for each parent to determine if parental attachment, connectedness, involvement, and knowledge differed as a function of cluster membership (see Tables 2 and 3). For mothers, all four ANOVAs were
statistically signiﬁcant. Actively deferring (M ¼ 4.07) mothers had lower levels of child-reported attachment than did prearming (M ¼ 4.29) mothers. Actively deferring mothers (M ¼ 4.77) reported lower levels of mother-child connectedness than
did reasoned cocooning (M ¼ 5.03), pre-arming (M ¼ 5.07), and reasoned deferring (M ¼ 5.14) mothers. Actively deferring
(M ¼ 3.98) mothers had lower levels of child-reported involvement than did reasoned deferring (M ¼ 4.24), reasoned
cocooning (M ¼ 4.27), and pre-arming (M ¼ 4.35) mothers. And ﬁnally, reasoned cocooning (M ¼ 4.81) and pre-arming
(M ¼ 4.76) mothers reported higher levels of maternal knowledge than did actively deferring (M ¼ 4.66) mothers.
For fathers, two of the four ANOVAs were statistically signiﬁcant. Reasoned deferring (M ¼ 5.09) fathers reported higher
levels of father–child connectedness than did actively deferring (M ¼ 4.57) and reasoned cocooning (M ¼ 4.84) fathers. And
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Fig. 2. Four-cluster proactive parenting solution for fathers.

actively deferring (M ¼ 4.43) fathers reported lower levels of paternal knowledge than did pre-arming (M ¼ 4.58), reasoned
cocooning (M ¼ 4.63), and reasoned deferring (M ¼ 4.74) fathers.
Traits and behaviors of the child
A chi-square analysis was conducted for each parent to determine if gender of the child varied as a function of cluster
membership, and it was not statistically signiﬁcant for either parent. Five univariate ANOVAs were conducted for each parent
to determine whether the child’s age, empathy, self-regulation, internalizing behaviors, and externalizing behaviors varied as
a function of cluster membership (see Tables 2 and 3). For mothers, four of the ﬁve ANOVAs were statistically signiﬁcant.
Actively deferring mothers had children with lower levels of empathy (M ¼ 4.00) than did reasoned cocooning (M ¼ 4.18),
reasoned deferring (M ¼ 4.21), or pre-arming (M ¼ 4.32) mothers. Reasoned deferring (M ¼ 3.20) and reasoned cocooning
(M ¼ 3.20) mothers had children with higher levels of self-regulation than did actively deferring (M ¼ 3.01) mothers. Actively
deferring (M ¼ 6.59) mothers had children with higher levels of internalizing behaviors than did reasoned deferring
(M ¼ 4.67) or pre-arming (M ¼ 5.28) mothers. And pre-arming (M ¼ .77) mothers had children with lower levels of externalizing behaviors than did actively deferring (M ¼ 1.35) and reasoned deferring (M ¼ 1.36) mothers.
For fathers, two of the ﬁve ANOVAs were statistically signiﬁcant. Actively deferring (M ¼ 11.39) fathers had older children than
did reasoned deferring (M ¼ 10.38) and reasoned cocooning (M ¼ 11.10) fathers. And actively deferring fathers (M ¼ 2.96) had
children with lower levels of self-regulation than did reasoned deferring (M ¼ 3.20) or reasoned cocooning (M ¼ 3.18) fathers.

Discussion
The purpose of the current study was to explore whether proactive parenting practices clustered in meaningful ways, and
to examine how the clusters that emerged might differ as a function of demographics of the parent, the quality of the parent–
child relationship, and the traits and behaviors of the adolescent child. Findings suggested that there were four clusters that
Table 2
Mean differences as a function of mothers’ cluster membership.
Variables

Characteristics of the parent
Education
Religiosity

Cluster 1

Cluster 2

Cluster 3

Cluster 4

F-test

Active deference

Reasoned deference

Pre-arming

Reasoned cocooning

df (3, 484)

M (SD)
4.57 (1.52)a
2.74 (1.01)a

M (SD)
4.07 (1.51)b
2.74 (1.11)a

M (SD)
4.76 (1.27)a
2.76 (1.00)a

M (SD)
4.17 (1.67)b
3.15 (.85)b

4.85**
6.25***

Characteristics of the parent–child relationship
Parental attachment (CR)
4.07 (.61)a
Parental connectedness
4.77 (.65)a
Parental involvement (CR)
3.98 (.71)a
Parental knowledge
4.66 (.41)a
Characteristics of the child
Age
Empathy
Self-regulation (CR)
Internalizing behaviors (CR)
Externalizing behaviors (CR)

11.27
4.00
3.01
6.59
1.35

(1.04)
(.58)a
(.66)a
(5.48)a
(2.08)a

4.21
5.14
4.24
4.71

(.50)ab
(.49)b
(.54)b
(.37)ab

4.29
5.07
4.35
4.76

(.45)b
(.49)b
(.44)b
(.33)b

4.19
5.03
4.27
4.81

(.55)ab
(.58)b
(.59)b
(.30)b

3.62**
10.18***
10.31***
4.89**

11.54
4.21
3.20
4.67
1.36

(1.08)a
(.56)b
(.59)b
(3.76)b
(2.06)a

11.30
4.32
3.09
5.28
.77

(1.03)
(.65)b
(.61)ab
(4.39)b
(1.13)b

11.19
4.18
3.20
5.56
1.06

(.93)b
(.57)b
(.68)b
(4.75)ab
(1.54)ab

1.87
6.82***
2.72*
3.17*
2.79*

Note. Means with differing letters are signiﬁcantly different from one another based on LSD post-hoc analyses. CR ¼ child report.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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Table 3
Mean differences as a function of fathers’ cluster membership.
Variables

Characteristics of the parent
Education
Religiosity

Cluster 1

Cluster 2

Cluster 3

Cluster 4

F-test

Active deference

Reasoned deference

Pre-arming

Reasoned cocooning

df (3, 337)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

M (SD)

4.80 (1.53)
2.31 (1.06)a

Characteristics of the parent–child relationship
Parental attachment (CR)
4.08 (.58)
Parental connectedness
4.57 (.81)a
Parental involvement (CR)
3.99 (.73)a
Parental knowledge
4.43 (.49)a
Characteristics of the child
Age
Empathy
Self-regulation (CR)
Internalizing behaviors (CR)
Externalizing behaviors (CR)

11.39
4.11
2.96
5.87
.95

(1.06)a
(.61)a
(.61)a
(5.11)
(1.34)

4.63 (1.44)
2.29 (1.07)a

5.04 (1.43)
2.59 (1.15)ab

4.72 (1.54
2.78 (1.01)b

.71
4.80**

4.20
5.09
4.22
4.74

(.46)
(.42)b
(.54)b
(.33)b

4.25
4.98
4.15
4.58

(.39)
(.43)bc
(.48)ab
(.37)b

4.16
4.84
4.13
4.63

(.50)
(.68)c
(.61)ab
(.39)b

1.45
8.89***
2.07
8.37***

10.98
4.16
3.20
5.07
.70

(.83)bc
(.68)ab
(.57)b
(4.23)
(.96)

11.30
4.25
3.16
5.73
.84

(.97)abc
(.54)ab
(.57)ab
(3.95)
(1.09)

11.10
4.26
3.18
5.89
.88

(.87)bc
(.52)b
(.62)b
(5.19)
(1.66)

3.11*
1.49
3.42*
.36
.41

Note. Means with differing letters are signiﬁcantly different from one another based on LSD post-hoc analyses. CR ¼ child report.
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

were similar across both mothers and fathers, which we termed active deference (predominantly deference), reasoned
deference (deference and pre-arming), pre-arming (predominantly pre-arming), and reasoned cocooning (pre-arming and
cocooning). Active deference and reasoned cocooning were the most commonly used proactive approaches for both mothers
and fathers. The emergence of these clusters is consistent with research on reactive parenting practices, suggesting that
parents do not necessarily use one predominant strategy across situations (Grusec & Goodnow, 1994; Grusec & Kuczynski,
1980). These ﬁndings also add to existing knowledge by suggesting that parental ﬂexibility occurs with proactive
parenting practices as well. Indeed, taking a typological approach more accurately represents parent–child interactions by
recognizing that individual parenting practices often occur in conjunction with other practices, which may change the
positive or deleterious effect of the practice when used in isolation (Darling & Cumsille, 2003).

Active deference
Given that research has found a neglectful parenting style to be among the most common in the United States (Steinberg,
Lamborn, Darling, Mounts, & Dornbusch, 1994), it is perhaps not entirely surprising that 1/3 of mothers and nearly 40% of
fathers in the current study were characterized as being actively deferring. Parents who used active deference were doing
little to protect their adolescents from potentially conﬂicting sources of values, and although this may have been in an attempt
to promote autonomy, results suggested that this may not be the most adaptive parental approach for early adolescents. In
terms of demographics of the parent, active deference was proportionally more common in two-parent families, among
European American mothers, and among highly educated mothers. It is possible that parents who have more resources
(whether in the form of a co-parent, or resources that come with education) may overestimate their ability to socialize and
protect their children, resulting in practices with high levels of autonomy, which may not be developmentally appropriate for
early adolescents. This possibility is consistent with research suggesting that there is a propensity for highly afﬂuent families
to fail to engage in appropriate reactive parenting (Luthar & Latendresse, 2005), and suggests that relative afﬂuence may also
be related to a failure to use appropriate proactive parenting practices. Future research should more carefully examine this
possibility.
Findings also suggested that actively deferring mothers and fathers had the lowest levels of parental monitoring, and that
actively deferring mothers had the lowest levels of connectedness, involvement, and attachment. Further, especially for
mothers, using proactive deference was indicative of adolescents who had the lowest levels of empathy and self-regulation,
and the highest levels of internalizing and externalizing problems. Although bivariate correlations did not paint quite as bleak
a picture for parents’ use of deference, it appears that while parents may perceive their actions to be “active,” using deference
as the primary proactive response may be more indicative of permissiveness. Indeed, it may be that parents who use proactive
deference in a developmentally inappropriate way (i.e., with children who are not developmentally prepared for complete
autonomy), may also be parents who are misjudging the importance of parental involvement in response to adolescents’
transgressions. Future research should examine whether using active deference during later adolescence or emerging
adulthood is associated with higher quality parenting and more positive child outcomes. Given that older adolescents’
demands for autonomy are heightened (Steinberg, 2001), and that parental values may have been well communicated and
established by this point, active deference may be appropriate at later developmental ages. Taken together, it seems that
determining when the use of active deference is appropriate (i.e., determining which parental rules have been accurately
perceived and accepted; Grusec & Goodnow, 1994), may be an important aspect of effective proactive parenting.
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Reasoned deference
Although active deference appears to be a relatively ineffective approach to proactive parenting during early
adolescence, results suggested that reasoned deference (or relatively high levels of deference combined with pre-arming)
was relatively more adaptive. More speciﬁcally, reasoned deference did not differ signiﬁcantly from pre-arming and
reasoned cocooning in terms of a positive parent–child relationship, and parents who used reasoned deference had
higher levels of connection, involvement, and knowledge (the latter for fathers only) than did actively deferring parents.
In addition, parents (primarily mothers) who used reasoned deference had children with higher levels of empathy and
self-regulation, and lower levels of internalizing behavior than children whose parents used active deference. This
suggests that as children enter adolescence, talking to them and then allowing them to make their own decision may
provide an appropriate balance between communication of parental socialization values and adolescents' trust and need
for autonomy. These ﬁndings also highlight the importance of a cluster approach to studying parenting, which should be
applied to both reactive and proactive parenting practices (Darling & Cumsille, 2003). Although one parenting practice in
isolation may be ineffective (e.g., deference or power assertion), it is valuable to know how individual parenting practices
function in the context of other parenting practices, especially considering the conceptual and statistical power inherent
in typological analyses.
Prearming
Consistent with research highlighting the importance of reasoning with children after a misdeed (Hoffman, 1994; Krevans
& Gibbs, 1996), and research on the importance of parent–child communication (Laursen & Collins, 2004), mothers who
consistently used pre-arming had adolescents with the lowest levels of externalizing behavior. Further, bivariate correlations
suggested that pre-arming was the most consistently related to positive child outcomes for both mothers and fathers. Taken
together, these ﬁndings suggest that both proactive and reactive parenting practices that maximize open communication are
effective forms of socialization, which is likely due to adolescents’ ability to accurately perceive parental values messages
when they are communicated in a clear, developmentally appropriate fashion (Grusec & Goodnow, 1994). Just as research on
reactive parenting practices has called for attention to be paid to the different forms of induction and power assertion (Grusec
& Goodnow, 1994), future research should examine different forms of proactive parenting practices, especially the different
forms of pre-arming; such as talking, warning, threatening, and making fun of or making derogatory comments about those
who are acting contrary to parental values (Barr & Neville, 2008; Gardner et al., 2007; Harrison, Wilson, Pine, & Chan, 1990). It
is possible that different approaches to pre-arming are more effective than others, and that the content, quality, and affect of
parents’ pre-arming attempts are all important in determining effectiveness.
Reasoned cocooning
Reasoned cocooning was the most controlling approach to proactive parenting in the current study, as cocooning is
generally a parent’s attempt to prevent adolescents’ exposure to conﬂicting values before misbehavior can occur. Findings
suggested that reasoned cocooning was used by nearly 50% of African American mothers, which is consistent with research
examining reactive discipline among minority parents (Smetana & Daddis, 2002). Findings also suggested that reasoned
cocooning was more common for both mothers and fathers who were highly religious, which is consistent with research
suggesting that parents who are religious use more active strategies (i.e., pre-arming and cocooning) in an attempt to teach
their beliefs and values (Padilla-Walker & Thompson, 2005). It is possible that parents who feel a lack of support from the
surrounding community, perhaps due to conservative or unique socialization goals, feel greater threat to their values and thus
use increased levels of control. It is also possible that parental goals vary as a function of family structure, ethnicity, education,
and level of religiosity. This is consistent with Darling and Steinberg’s (1993) notion that different parental goals lead to
different parenting practices, which may account for differences in the effectiveness of particular parenting styles. Given
research suggesting that parental goals are the strongest and most consistent predictor of proactive parenting practices
(Padilla-Walker, 2006), future research should continue to examine parental goals, motivations, and beliefs behind particular
proactive practices.
In terms of adolescent outcomes, just as parental power assertion often results in negative emotional responses from
adolescents (Padilla-Walker, 2008), it is possible that cocooning without explanation not only results in frustration from
the child, but also does not allow for communication of parental values. However, evidence of reasoned cocooning being
consistently negative was not present, possibly because cocooning was coupled with pre-arming, which may help the
adolescent to understand and accept parental values despite a less autonomous approach. Bivariate correlations did
suggest that cocooning was less common among older adolescents, and future research should examine the effectiveness
of proactive control developmentally. Just as active deference may not be developmentally appropriate for early
adolescents, cocooning may not be developmentally appropriate for older adolescents who are generally not as accepting
of parental authority. Future research should also more carefully examine the effectiveness of proactive parenting as
a function of ethnicity and religiosity, as it is possible that controlling parenting may not be as negative for some groups
as it is for others (Steinberg, 2001).
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Limitations and conclusions
The primary limitation of the current study was that ﬁndings were not reported from the strength of a longitudinal design,
so it was impossible for us to determine direction of effects. Future research is necessary to better establish the bidirectionality of proactive parenting practices, as particular child traits and behaviors may elicit or be more conducive to, for
example, proactive control. The current measure of proactive parenting also had a limited number of items, which was
particularly problematic for the cocooning scale. Although the alphas for cocooning were relatively low, internal consistency
of scales is highly dependent upon length. The correlation between the two cocooning items was >.25, which is typical for
many well-used scales. Factor analysis gave us conﬁdence that these items were tapping the same aspect of parenting,
although well-established scales of proactive parenting are needed. Further contributing to this issue, our measure of
proactive parenting was limited in that it collapsed across parenting behavior in response to both peers and media. Although
not expressly assessing proactive parenting practices, research on parental management of peers (Mounts, 2002) and media
use (Nikken & Jansz, 2006) suggests that the content of proactive parenting practices may vary as a function of the context
(e.g., peers vs. media; Padilla-Walker, 2006). This is also consistent with reactive parenting practices that have been found to
be domain speciﬁc, which may explain why we would not necessarily expect cocooning toward peers and media to be more
strongly related, despite the similar levels of control inherent in this proactive practice.
Despite these limitations, the current study adds to our knowledge of parenting practices by highlighting the importance
of proactive parenting not only during early childhood (Gardner et al., 2007; Holden, 1983; Holden & West, 1989), but during
adolescence as well. Findings identiﬁed four proactive parenting clusters that were consistent across both mothers and
fathers, and suggested that proactive parenting practices varied primarily as a function of the demographics of the parent and
the traits and behaviors of the adolescent child. This study places particular emphasis on parents’ use of multiple proactive
strategies, especially highlighting the role of pre-arming (either alone or in combination with other strategies) as an effective
means of communicating parental beliefs and values in an attempt to avoid misbehavior before it occurs. Building on past
research that has suggested important distinctions between parenting styles and parenting practices (Darling & Steinberg,
1993), the current study calls for continued research that clearly distinguishes between reactive and proactive parenting
practices.
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